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When zebra mussels feed on
plankton, they remove incredible
amounts of food from the water.
They can filter about 1 quart of
water each day. They leave the
water clear, sometimes too clear.

Zebra mussels get rid of
uneaten food and wastes by
releasing slimy droppings into
the water. These droppings
accumulate on the bottom of
the lake.

Zebra mussels often
attach themselves to
native mussels and weigh
them down. Unable to
get food and oxygen,
the native mussels
die.

With plankton
removed from the
water, more
sunshine reaches the
bottom. Plants living
here grow rapidly.
They also use zebra
mussel droppings as
fertilizer.

Zooplankton and small fish,
which feed on plankton, have
less to eat. Their numbers
decrease.

Larger fish, which
feed on the small
fish, decrease in
number.

Unfair Advantage!Unfair Advantage!Unfair Advantage!Unfair Advantage!Unfair Advantage!
Does it bother you when someone excels in everything
they do? They just roll over the competition. No
one else even has a chance!
That’s what zebra mussels do! They’re little, but
they’re tough. Consider this . . . female zebras can
produce 30,000 to 1,000,000 eggs in one year!
The young, called veligers, can survive for a month
in water with little or no food. Even though very
few of the veligers survive to adulthood, so many
do that populations can explode! And the adults can survive 10
days out of water. They can even live without food for a year!

And that’s not all!And that’s not all!And that’s not all!And that’s not all!And that’s not all!
Take a look at how zebra mussels mess up the ecology of the lake.

Invertebrates
thrive on the
waste produced by
the zebra
mussels. Bottom-
feeding fish feed
on the small
invertebrates.
Their numbers
increase.
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Check It Out!Check It Out!Check It Out!Check It Out!Check It Out!
There’s no question that zebra mussels are doing very well in Wisconsin’s waters.
They’re not only surviving – they’re thriving! You can find out more about the zebra
mussel population by taking samples of the empty shells. Take a rope or string about
10 feet long and tie it into a circle. Print out a copy of the Operation Population chart,
grab a pencil, and head down to a lake.
To choose a sample area, just toss the rope onto the rocks or sand. Arrange it into a
circle. Now, collect all the zebra mussel shells from inside the circle.
Sort through the shells. Are they all the same size? Have they all been lying on the
beach the same amount of time? After a big storm, you can usually find fresher shells
that were just washed up on the beach. As time passes, the waves, wind, and people
break the shells down. What other clues can you use to predict how long the zebra
mussels have been dead? (See #1 below for answer.)
Follow the directions on the Operation Population chart to find out more about the
zebra mussel population in this part of Wisconsin.

Life as a ZebraLife as a ZebraLife as a ZebraLife as a ZebraLife as a Zebra
Zebra mussels start life as free-swimming young called veligers. When they are about
1 month old, they settle down and attach to a solid surface. During their first year of
life, they grow from microscopic size to about 14 mm in length. At this time, they are
adults and can begin to reproduce. For the next several years, they only grow about
4mm every year. Why do you think their growth rate goes way down when they become
adults? (See #2 below for answer.)

free-free-free-free-free-
swimmingswimmingswimmingswimmingswimming
VeligersVeligersVeligersVeligersVeligers Young zebraYoung zebraYoung zebraYoung zebraYoung zebra

musselmusselmusselmusselmussel
adult zebraadult zebraadult zebraadult zebraadult zebra

musselsmusselsmusselsmusselsmussels

Answers to Questions!

1.Shells from zebra mussels that died recently might have more distinct stripes,
connect at the hinge, contain bits of tissue, and stink. Older zebra mussels’
shells would be bleached out, broken, and partly dissolved.

2.During the first year of life, a zebra mussel uses its energy to grow to adult
size. After becoming an adult, it uses most of its energy to reproduce, and its
growth rate slows way down.



Operation PopulationOperation PopulationOperation PopulationOperation PopulationOperation Population
To choose a sample area, just toss the rope onto the rocks or
sand. Arrange the rope into a circle.
Now, collect all the zebra mussel shells found inside the
circle. Use the ruler to measure the ventral (bottom) edge
of each shell. Measure to the nearest millimeter.
Use the chart below to keep a running tally of the number of
zebra mussel shells in each size grouping. To make the data more
useful, include the date, time, and your approximate location on the
lake.

Graph It!Graph It!Graph It!Graph It!Graph It!
Make a bar graph showing the number of shells you
found for each size.
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*Actual growth
rates depend
on the quality
of the
habitat,
competition,
and other
physical
conditions.
This is just an
estimate!

You will need
to scale the
vertical axis
based on the
greatest
number of
shells in any
one category.
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Does your graph look likeDoes your graph look likeDoes your graph look likeDoes your graph look likeDoes your graph look like
any of these?any of these?any of these?any of these?any of these?
Zebra mussel shells were counted at
3 different locations. What
predictions could you make about the
populations of zebra mussels based
on these bar graphs?
What predictions could you make
about the zebra mussel population in
this part of the lake based on your
bar graph? How could you test your
prediction?
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Some possible interpretations of the bar graphs:

(A)You might predict that the population of zebra mussels is healthy and
well established. There are young and old mussels spanning several years.

(B)You might hypothesize that:

This is a relatively new invasion of zebra mussels, and they haven’t
lived here long enough for older, larger mussels to be present, or

Something is preventing the zebra mussels from growing older, and
they are dying young, or

The zebra mussels are not doing well. They might be old, but
something is slowing down their growth.

(C)You might hypothesize that:

Something has changed and is preventing young zebras from settling
on solid surfaces and growing, or

There has been a change in the environment and only the larger
mussels were able to survive.
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